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Abstract
From the failed Hundred Days' reform of the Qing dynasty to the reform and opening up policy of the 
CCP, there have been several modernization programs which attempted to define the space religion can 
hold alongside a modern Chinese secular state. This last century of modernization has had a profound 
effect on Buddhism in China. The Qing dynasty, KMT and CCP all have at one point attempted to 
utilize the resources of the Buddhist  community in order to support their  modernization programs, 
usually at the community's expense. The Buddhist community has responded to these encroachments 
with  their  own  plans  for  modernization  which  was  led  by  Taixu  and  his  Humanistic  Buddhism 
philosophy. This philosophy has been the foundation for the many modern Buddhist universities, NGOs 
and Dharma study groups that have sprouted up throughout the country. Humanistic Buddhism has 
played a vital role in positioning Buddhism in a modern Chinese civil society. This study draws from 
data collected from semi-structured interviews and participant observation over the course of a year in 
Xiamen,  Fujian  along  with  previous  studies  on  Chinese  Buddhism  in  the  English  and  Chinese 
languages. The results indicate that the current government's push for modernization and economic 
development puts Chinese Buddhism in a dilemma. The state's emphasis on economic development has 
led many temples to become over-commercialized while at the same time the Buddhist community is 
hindered by excessive regulation. In order for Buddhism to truly thrive in China the state needs to 
adopt  a  laissez-faire  approach to  religion,  which  neither  helps  religion  by providing subsidies  nor 
burdens it with excessive regulation.
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Buddhism first reached China from India via the Silk Road during the Han Dynasty (漢朝 ) 
around 2,000 years ago. Buddhism, which emphasized withdrawal from the secular world by entering a 
monastic  life  to  seek  enlightenment,  had  many  philosophical  conflicts  with  state  sponsored 
Confucianism, which is focused on maintaining harmony, social order and hierarchy in the secular 
world.  This  philosophical  conflicts  between  these  two  belief  systems  and  the  preferable  position 
Confucianism held with many ruling dynasties led to various state policies of regulation and also at 
times persecution of Buddhism. 
However,  Buddhism did find some similarities with China's other indigenous belief  system, 
Daoism.  For  example,  they  have  similar  concepts  of  emptiness,  although  there  is  some  slight 
difference. Daoism uses a term called Wu (無), which means to lack and Buddhism refers to the term 
Kong (空), which means empty, air or free. The Chinese Daoist mind can be seen at work with the early 
translations of Buddhist Sutras from Sanskrit into Chinese that borrowed Daoist terminology. At the 
same  time,  Confucian  scholars  translated  some  Buddhist  Sutras  and  altered  different  sections  or 
terminology so they would not conflict with the Confucian social system and hierarchy. Over time 
Buddhism was influenced by Daoism and Confucianism and vice versa.1
Buddhism eventually evolved into many schools in China.2 Some of these schools were based 
on already existing schools in India such as the Three Sastra School (三論宗 ), which was based on 
Nargajuna's Madhyamika school, and some schools were based on an Indian Sutras such as Huayan 
school (華嚴宗), which is based on the Flower Garland Sutra (華嚴經). It can only be argued that one 
school, which is called Chan (禪宗), developed solely in China and does not have an Indian textual base 
or school to draw from. Regardless of their origins, all of these schools acquired distinctly Chinese 
characteristics from interacting with the Chinese state, culture and indigenous belief systems.
All schools of Chinese Buddhism embraced the attitude of Indian Buddhism of detachment 
from the secular world,  as well  depending on past emperors for safety and upholding secular law. 
While the teachings of Buddhism urged mankind to unshackle themselves from worldly matters and 
transcend to new heights, Buddhism stood to benefit, and even flourish with some support from the 
state.  Buddhism had been under  some degree  of  state  control  throughout  China's  history.  Various 
emperors had different policies when it came to managing Buddhism, ranging state patronage to brutal 
suppression.  Regardless  of  the  different  dynastic  policies  on  Buddhism,  they  all  wanted  to  have 
1. Although Confucianism was mostly hostile to Buddhism, Neo-Confucianism did borrow some philosophical terms from 
both Buddhism and Daoism.














Buddhism under some degree of control.
After the fall of the Qing dynasty in the early twentieth century the movement to modernize 
China began. This led to great changes in Chinese society and affected not only Buddhism but all 
religions  in  China.  The  notion  of  a  secular  state  alongside  religion  was  one  of  the  hallmarks  of 
modernity in the west that was gradually introduced into China at this time.
How did this drive to modernize affect Buddhism in China? Has monastic life changed much 
from this process of modernization? What role does Buddhism now have in modern Chinese society? 
This study seeks to answer these questions and is divided into three chapters. Chapter one reviews the 
history of modern Buddhism in China and how the Buddhist community dealt with the rapid changes 
and modernization of society.  Chapter two analyzes the monastic community,  their  daily life,  their 
roles, and how they make use of modern technology. Chapter three examines what role Buddhism plays 
in Chinese civil society and how it interacts with the state and the economy. 
Before proceeding it  would be of use to look at what exactly is modern or modernity. The 
founders of Sociology all point to the end of feudalism as the starting point of the modern era. While 
they differ on the qualities that define modernity, I prefer Max Weber's emphasis on the process of 
rationalization  and  disenchantment  of  the  world  as  the  defining  characteristics  of  modernity.  This 
process coincides with the rise of scientific thought and the decline of religious belief and practice. The 
rise  of  rational  scientific  thought  and  its  use  by  those  in  power  has  led  to  classification  and 
compartmentalization of what was science,  religion and superstition.  Thus, modern states based on 
scientific rational thought defined the space that religious groups could operate in society and allotted 
them certain freedoms and protections while regulating their activities and utilizing their resources to 
various degrees. The more authoritarian the state is, the more they will seek to regulate religious groups 
and access their resources for its own benefit.
So when did China start the process modernization? My starting point for the beginning of 
modern  China  is  the  failed  hundred  days'  reform of  the  Qing  dynasty.  This  might  be  a  point  of 
contention among those who believe the beginning of modern China was with the collapse of Qing, 
which fits well with the founders of Sociology thesis of the end of feudalism being the starting point of 
modernity. I chose the Hundred days' reform as a starting point of modern China because, although it  
failed, it was the first time the Chinese state made the such an effort to reform, modernize society and 
attempt to regulate religion using a framework similar to some modern states.
I  take  a  pan-Chinese  Buddhist  approach  meaning  I  will  not  distinguish  between  different 
Chinese Buddhist sects unless necessary because I believe it is irrelevant for this study. Also, I will try 














relevant to certain social phenomena. This study is primarily based on qualitative data from literature 
research  and interviews.  The data  I  collected  was  from semi-structured  interviews  and  participate 
observation over the course of a year in Xiamen, Fujian. The interview data was taken from a relatively 
small random sample of around twenty people and I observed and participated in over fifty Buddhist 
ceremonies and events.3 I  subscribe to the anti-positivist position towards quantitative data when it 
comes  to  sociological  research.  Social  realities  are  fluid  and  subjective;  they  are  not  as  easily 
quantifiable  as  the  natural  world  is  with hard  science.  I  believe  when it  comes  to  peoples'  belief 
structures or religion, there is no truth out there to be uncovered and quantified. One can only observe 
and record how their subject's belief affects the choices they make and shapes the society they live in.  
Quantitative  data  does  play  an  important  role  in  Sociological  studies  of  Religion,  for  example 
measuring  the  rise  or  fall  of  religion  in  society  by  recording  the  numbers  of  religious  adherents. 
However, the situations where quantitative research is of use fall mostly out of the scope of this study. 
Aside from the interviews, I draw from previous studies on Chinese Buddhism in the English 
language.4 The hallmark of research on the subject is the illustrious trilogy on Chinese Buddhism by 
Holmes Welch. The first book in the trilogy,  The Practice of Chinese Buddhism,  introduces in great 
detail the Chinese Sangha, the monastic system, and lay Buddhists. In the second book,  The Buddhist  
Revival in China, Welch deals with the Chinese Buddhist community after the fall of the Qing and it's 
struggle to become a modern religion during the turmoil of the KMT's rule. Welch also devotes a  
chapter to the Chinese Buddhist reformer Taixu. Don Alvin Pittman also goes into Taixu's life in even 
more detail with his book, Toward a Modern Chinese Buddhism: Taixu's Reforms. In Welch's third and 
final book, Buddhism under Mao, Welch analyzes Buddhism in China after the communist victory and 
describes  how  Buddhist  institutions  were  controlled,  protected,  utilized  for  foreign  relations  and 
suppressed during the Cultural  Revolution.  Holmes Welch's  trilogy paints  the most  comprehensive 
picture of Buddhism in modern China in the English language. Although it is comprehensive, the only 
pitfall in I can find in Welch's trilogy is that it ends too soon to truly get the full picture of an era.
Buddhism under Mao was published in 1972; hence it was too early to include reports the same 
year on the renewed visibility of practicing Buddhists in a number of temples and monasteries. Also, as 
the Cultural Revolution was ongoing at that time much information about what exactly was going on in 
China was hard to come by. Ideally, Welch should have finished his research after Mao's death in 1976 
so he could collect more data on Buddhism during the Cultural Revolution and therefore get a more 
comprehensive picture of Buddhism during Mao's reign. I did not feel the need to cover Buddhism 
3. Most of these ceremonies and events I attended did not produce much data deemed worthy to include in this study. Only 
a handful of them are mentioned are included.















during the Cultural  Revolution in great detail  because it has already received great treatment from 
many other scholars.
Buddhism  during  reform  and  opening  up  is  also  not  covered  by  Welch  because  reform 
commenced well after he finished his study. There have been quite a few studies on religion during 
reform.  Making Religion,  Making the State:  the Politics of  Religion in Modern China by Yoshiko 
Ashiwa and David  L.  Wank,  in  which  several  Chapters  of  their  study of  Buddhism are  based  in 
Xiamen,  examines  the  revival  of  religion  in  China  and  how  the  modern  concept  of  religion  is 
interpreted and enforced by the state. They also briefly touch on the relatively new phenomena of 
Buddhist  NGOs which is  a  subject  I  analyze in  more detail.  Yang Fenggang's  Religion in  China:  
Survival and Revival under Communist Rule  attempts to “present a comprehensive overview of the 
religious change under the Chinese communists and suggest a theoretical explanation for it.” Yang does 
a great job explaining how the Marxist/communist and their “enlightened” atheistic ideology created 
the  space  for  religion  to  flourish  while  restricting  certain  religious  groups  activities  by  having  a 
monopoly of the definition of what a normal religion is. Vincent Goossaert and David A. Palmer's The 
Religious Question in Modern China has an outstanding section on lay Buddhist movements in post 
reform China, although it primarily focuses on Taiwan. All of these post reform studies analyze religion 
as a whole in China, which is useful for getting a broad understanding but is less useful if one wants to  
know in depth a specific religion's position in Chinese society after reform commenced. My study does 
just that by focusing on Buddhism specifically and in doing so I hope to present a clear picture of 
Buddhism and its place in Chinese society.
I would like to make a few language notes. I devised a rather complex methodology for using 
Chinese  characters  in  an  English  thesis.  I  use  both  traditional  and  simplified  Chinese  characters 
depending on how the individual, institution or event's name was written. I use traditional characters 
for people and institutions that were they were born/founded before the simplified character system was 
wide spread. If these people or organizations wrote their names in traditional characters but then later 
wrote them in simplified characters, then I'll use the simplified characters. Any Buddhist terminology, 
such as Sutra names Dharma names and temple names are written in traditional characters as is the 
tradition in mainland China and abroad.
I  assume that  the reader  has  a  basic  understanding of  Buddhist  vocabulary.  I  use the term 
Sangha  to  indicate  the  ordained  community  of  Buddhist  monks  and  nuns.  I  use  this  term 
interchangeably  along  with  monastic  community  and  clergy.  When  writing  about  non  ordained 
Buddhists I refer to them as the lay community or lay Buddhist. I use the term state, party, CCP and 














Chapter 1: Modern Buddhism
After the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911 the movement to modernize China commenced. This 
led to extraordinary changes to the institutional structure of Buddhism which reflected each ruling 
government's idea of the space Buddhism should occupy as a modern religion alongside a modern 
state. With the movement to modernize, traditional values and beliefs were being called into question. 
Buddhist reformers at the time felt Buddhism was being attacked from all sides and that without reform 
and modernization the future of Buddhism in China was at stake. One of the most prominent figures in 
the reform of Buddhism was Taixu. He founded several Buddhist universities, which were modeled off 
of the schools set up by Japanese Buddhist missionaries, who were in turn inspired by western style 
universities that came out of the enlightenment.
The goal of these Buddhist Universities was to give their students a modern education alongside 
Buddhist training, therefore keeping Buddhism relevant in the modern world. The guiding philosophy 
of these reforms was Taixu's idea of Humanistic Buddhism, which was radically different from the 
status quo in traditional Chinese Buddhism circles at the time. This chapter will analyze Buddhism's 
drive for modernization, its underlying philosophy and its relationship with the state since the Hundred 
Days' reform of the Qing dynasty.
Late Qing Dynasty
The Qing dynasty exerted a strong influence over all religions in China. It was the Qing court  
which decided if a religion was orthodox (正 ), that is, moral and legal, or heterodox (邪 ), meaning 
immoral and possibly subject to a ban. The Qing dynasty mostly left religious groups to deal with their  
own doctoral issues and organization. However, the Qing reserved the right to intervene in religious 
matters as they saw fit.5
The Qing dynasty took a special interest in Vajrayana Buddhism as to cultivate better relations 
with the Tibetans and Mongolians. The Qing government showed their interest in Tibetan Buddhism by 
maintaining cordial relations with the Dalai Lamas and by helping fund Tibetan temples such Yonghe 
temple (雍和宮 ) in Beijing.6 Despite this apparent preference for Vajrayana Buddhism, almost every 
Qing emperor was interested in promoting harmony among all of China's religions. 
The Qing government sought to regulate Buddhism in two areas, clergy and temples. The Qing 
5. Goossaert, Vincent, and David A. Palmer. The Religious Question in Modern China. (Chicago: University of Chicago, 
2011), 27.















government sought to control the ordination of monks and nuns and reduce the number of clergy. Their 
reasoning was that most clergy were not authentic Buddhist, but merely trying to evade their civic 
duties. Qing officials attempted to regulate the building of new temples. Prospective temple sites had to 
get approval from local governments before they were built. This regulation was not usually followed, 
especially  with  the  construction  of  smaller  temples.  Qing  law  also  forbade  women  from visiting 
temples, but women visited despite the restriction.7
In 1898 reformers in the Qing government led by Kang Youwei (康有為) launched the hundred 
days' reform (戊戌變法) in order to strengthen and modernize the state, which was distressed from its 
military defeat by Japan and the increasing incursion by western powers. The reforms ultimately failed 
due to pressure by conservative forces. The movement’s ideas on how to modernize the education 
system were centered on Zhang Zhidong's (張之洞 ) article  Extortion to Learning (勸學篇 ). Zhang 
explains how the government could utilize the resources of the Buddhist community:
We  can  convert  Buddhist  and  Daoist  temples  into  schools.  As  we  know,  there  are 
thousands of temples in our country... All these temples have land, which come from the 
people.  So,  it  would  be a  good idea  to  turn  these  temples  into schools.  Right  now, 
western education is becoming more popular, while our country's Buddhism and Daoism 
are declining. Buddhism and Daoism can't last long. Buddhism is already at the end of 
its destiny, and Daoism has to worry about their ghosts and gods.... So in every county, 
we can turn 70% of temples to schools and let  the monastic keep 30%. 70% of the 
temple's  land  will  also  belong  to  the  schools;  the  monastics  can  have  30% of  the 
property. We should tally the value of the property, and then we can give the monastics 
compensation. If they don't want the compensation then we can give it to their relatives. 
In this way, all the schools can be started in one day.8
The confiscation of temples, like the hundred days' reform, was short lived. Only a few temples 
were converted into schools at that time. A renewed push to confiscate temples for education started in 
1901 and continued till the fall of Qing in 1911.9 This wave of temple confiscations had a devastating 
effect  on Buddhism, forcing  some temples  to  seek  associations  with  Japanese temples  in  order  to 
7. Pittman, Don Alvin. Toward a Modern Chinese Buddhism: Taixu's Reforms. (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i, 2001), 
31.
8. Zhang Zhidong. Quanxue Pian 819.














receive protection. It also led two Japanese monks to help set up the first Buddhist school in a temple in 
Hunan in order to resist the seizure of their property by officials and gentry.10 They believed if the 
Sangha set up schools for modern education in monasteries then there would be no need for the state to  
confiscate the temples.
The hundred days' reform of 1898 can be seen as the starting point of China's modernization. 
Although it failed, it is important event nonetheless because it was the first time the late imperial state 
tried to institutionalize new ideas that been seeping into the Chinese consciousness from the west in an 
attempt to strengthen the Chinese state. The term religion (宗教) and superstition (迷信), which came 
from Japan's terminology to express their western counterparts, became part of the Chinese psyche. The 
two terms relation to science, the former being more compatible while the latter was not, set them 
apart. The western notions religion and superstition would come to shape the next two following state's  
policies towards Buddhism and other religions up until  today.  Zhang Zhidong's  idea of converting 
temples to schools would also be a reoccurring theme and would set off a long lasting trend in the  
Buddhist community of setting up modern schools in their temples in order to protect their property 
from the state confiscation. Their argument was that if they were already providing a service to their 
community, in the form of education, that there would be no need for the state to take over their temple 
to do the same thing.
Yang Wenhui 
The  lay  Buddhist  teacher  Yang Wenhui  (楊文會 )  is  widely  regarded  as  the  father  of  the 
“Buddhist revival” or the “Modern Buddhist Renaissance.” Yang's interest in Buddhism started when 
he found a copy of  Awakening of Faith in the Mahayana scripture ( 大乘起信論 )  in a bookstore. 
Although deeply interested in Buddhism he promised his ailing parents that he would not become a 
monk so he would fulfill is familial responsibilities. In order to financially support his family he took a 
series of official positions in the Qing government.
In  1866  Yang  and  other  likeminded  individuals  started  printing  Buddhist  Sutras  and 
disseminating them from his mansion in Nanjing. They called the press the Jinling Sutra Publishing 
House (金凌刻經處). The money for running the press came from lay Buddhists looking to gain merit 
and from Yang himself.11 Their main reason for establishing the press was that they “considered that the 
10. Welch, Holmes. The Buddhist Revival in China. (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1968), 11-12.














only  hope for  this  age  of  the  Dharma in  decay was  the  circulation  of  Sutras  to  save  all  sentient 
beings.”12 
In 1878 Yang worked in Europe as part of a Qing delegation. While there Yang took notice of 
the  relationship  of  the  Christian  religion  with  the  modern  English  state.  He  also  observed  how 
Buddhism was a newly established academic subject in universities like Oxford. Yang was taken aback 
by the level of Buddhist scholarship he witnessed in Europe and became convinced that in order to face 
the challenges Buddhism had in China the Chinese Buddhists had to become more knowledgeable 
about  their  own scripture.  While  there Yang became interested in  science and bought  a  telescope, 
microscope and glide with the intent to bring them home in order to spread science in China. With 
these thoughts in mind when he returned to China after his three year stay in Europe.13
Back in Nanjing he then established the Jetavana Hermitage (祗洹精舍) with the goal of having 
a modern institution for Buddhist education of monks and lay Buddhists. Along with Buddhism studies 
they were also secular subjects such as English and Chinese literature. The school lasted for only two 
years due to financial difficulties but it was extremely influential. According to Welch, “This appears to 
be the first time in Chinese history that monks studied Buddhist texts under a lay teacher, and it was a 
harbinger of things to come, not only for China but all of Asia.”14 The school was concerned with the 
modernization of Buddhism, and Buddhism’s contribution to society.
Yang  Wenhui  can  be  seen  as  setting  the  spark  that  would  ignite  the  modern  Buddhism 
movement in  China.  Although he did not see the changes  he was working for in  his  lifetime,  his 
students at the Jetavana Hermitage went on to help reform and modernize Buddhism. One of the most 
influential students of Yang was the Buddhist monk Taixu, whose beliefs on the possibility of reform 
were further affirmed by his experiences at Yang's school.15
Taixu
Taixu (太虛) is considered one of the most influential reformers of Chinese Buddhism; he has 
even been called the Marten Luther of Chinese Buddhism. He was born in 1890 in Haining, Zhejiang 
province and was ordained at  the age of 16 in a  temple in Suzhou. In 1908 Taixu befriended the 
reformist monk Hua Shan (華山), who introduced him to the writings of reformers and Kang Youwei 
and Liang Qichao (梁啟超). These writings had a profound impact on Taixu. He started to be concerned 
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